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by joe muscolino body mechanics

Treatment is as treatment does. There is a great deal of truth in this 
homage to Forrest Gump. We may become the most educated clinical ortho-
pedic therapists that we can. We can read every book on anatomy, physiol-
ogy, kinesiology, assessment and treatment, as well as attend every continu-
ing education technique workshop. But if we do not become skilled at treat-
ment planning and client education, all of our work may be for naught.
	 Ultimately, all of our knowledge and skill will only help our clients if we 
are able to develop an effective and appropriate treatment plan, and if we 
can educate the client about the importance of following that plan. Ulti-
mately, the only treatment that matters is the treatment that is carried 
out. 

Treatment Planning
When we think about treatment planning, we usually think of the compo-
nents of the session: what strokes to use, whether to include heat, stretching 
and perhaps joint mobilization. Just as important to the success of a treat-
ment plan, however, are the frequency and duration of care that is delivered. 

treatment planning & client education
Helping clients with chronic conditions requires massage therapists to educate clients 
on the importance of following a treatment plan
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For more on muscle tone and 
muscle memory, see the “Body 
Mechanics” column “What is 
Muscle Memory” in the Spring 
2009 issue of  the mtj.

”
“Having the client 

understand the 
importance of frequency 
of care can only occur 
if we do a good job of 
client education.
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This is especially true when it comes 
to treating a client with a chronic 
condition.
	 It’s usually thought that the se-
verity of the client’s condition is 
the major factor to consider when 
determining how long it might take 
to improve a client’s problem. How-
ever, more important than severity 
is chronicity. In other words, how 
long the client has had the condi-
tion. There is an adage in the world 
of musculoskeletal health that states 
that it takes half as long as a prob-
lem has been present to heal it. This 
is a gross generalization, but it does 
reflect the idea of chronicity as the 
major factor to consider when work-
ing with a musculoskeletal patho-
logic condition.

Chronicity
The importance of chronicity can be 
seen when evaluating tight muscles 
and restricted joint motion—the 
two most common conditions treat-
ed when doing clinical orthopedic 
work. Muscle tone is controlled by 
the nervous system (except for myo-

fascial trigger points, which are local phenomena). The longer that muscu-
lature is tight, the more entrenched the nervous system pattern for muscle 
tightness becomes (Figure 1).
	 Greater chronicity also leads to increased fascial adhesions within the 
tissues. Compounding this problem is the fact that the client’s problem is 
usually more chronic than what they indicate because in the early stages of 
the condition their body compensated by shifting physical stress to other 
structures. It’s only after their compensation mechanisms fail that the client 
becomes symptomatic and aware of the problem.
	 This may be weeks, months, or even years later. And at this point in time, 
the problem is more complicated because it now involves not only the origi-
nal problem, but also the failed structures that were compensating. Our 
job is to rehabilitate a body that is invested and entrenched in its chronic 
unhealthy pattern. This is where the importance of frequency and duration 
of care becomes so crucial. 

Frequency of Care
In the world of massage therapy, it seems that the care frequency of “once a 
week” is considered to be the gold standard. Massage therapists are usually 
very happy that a client is coming in every week! However, when it comes 
to rehabilitative clinical work, once a week is rarely sufficient.
	 Consider every other health care and athletic discipline: chiropractic, 
physical therapy, occupational therapy and athletic training—all employ 
treatment plan frequencies of two to three treatments per week for reha-
bilitative care of a condition. Learning an athletic skill is similar: if a person 
wants to become an excellent golfer, soccer player or tennis player, they 
need to take lessons two or three times a week or more. Simply put, rehabili-
tation of the musculoskeletal system requires frequent repetitive treatment 
and/or training if a new pattern is to be learned and embraced. 

Figure 1 The pattern of neuronal connections being made is analogous to water etching a deeper and deeper 
pathway into the side of a mountain over a period of time. 
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